
SUBMISSION TO PLAN MELBOURNE ‘REFRESH’ PROCESS 

by Rod Duncan  

As an experienced planner with 40 years of experience in Victoria and detailed direct familiarity with 

urban planning and initiatives across dozens of ‘western’ cities, I submit the following comments on 

Plan Melbourne 2013/14 and the recent Discussion Paper responding to the report of the MAC 

assembled for the ‘Refresh’ process. 

Melbourne is facing some major impending challenges (which can also bring some fresh 

opportunities).  While the rate of population growth and the inflow of capital are currently causing 

growth stress, these are eclipsed by the biggest planning challenge facing Melbourne: the imperative 

of transitioning to a low carbon future – a task highlighted by the recent Paris conference and 

agreement.  If well managed, the current wave of growth and investment can be harnessed to assist 

the transformation of Melbourne’s carbon-dependent urban structure and transport profile toward 

a resilient, inclusive and prosperous future.  

Melbourne urgently needs a metropolitan strategy that articulates these issues and options, then 

responds with strategies and tools required to undertake the massive task of urban transformation 

within the two or three decades that may be available to redress current carbon dependency.  

Regrettably there is little in the initial Plan Melbourne or the discussion paper that seriously 

addresses this single biggest challenge facing Melbourne’s future.  As such Plan Melbourne could be 

a dangerous diversion from the task at hand. 

Consequently in this submission I am not addressing the ‘set questions’ or agenda laid out in the 

Discussion Paper (although I have contributed  

through participation in the Plan Melbourne briefing/workshop conducted 

on 4 December).  Rather I am focussing on the conspicuous gap that the current refinement process 

appears not to be addressing – tackling the urgent need for urban transformation to reduce 

Melbourne’s vulnerability due to its current high carbon economy - particularly the high level of 

private car dependency across large tracts of the metropolitan area - and the risks this poses for full 

economic and community participation by the city’s whole population. 

_____ 

Is Plan Melbourne ‘fit for purpose’ as a metropolitan strategy? 

Melbourne is facing some unprecedented challenges from both global and local sources – rapid 

population growth, capital inflow and demographic changes are fuelling change at an 

unprecedented rate that exceeds most Western cities, while this is eclipsed by the global quest for a 

low carbon future (reinforced recently in Paris).  Melbourne is highly vulnerable to the latter due to 

the large tracts of the metropolitan area where residents are dependent upon private motor 

vehicles for daily participation in the economy and society due to low urban density and sparse or 

infrequent public transport options.  Transformation of existing (and new) urban areas to avoid car 

dependency is a huge challenge confronting the city, but is under-represented in the initial Plan 

Melbourne or the Discussion Paper emerging from the Refresh process. 
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Melbourne urgently needs a comprehensive strategy to acknowledge, address and resolve the 

challenges of achieving transformative change required over the next two or three decades.  The 

2013/14 Plan Melbourne did not provide this, and regrettably the Refresh process as outlined in the 

Discussion Paper does not redress this fundamental shortfall.  This could leave Melbourne without a 

clear vision for addressing these challenges at a critical point in the city’s history.   

In a recent address on Resilient Cities,  outlined the problems 

Melbourne’s current urban structure pose for its future resilience.  “If we’re serious, couldn’t we do 

this [transform urban structure and transport choice] with a concerted 30 year plan?”  

Plan Melbourne should be this plan, but fails this simple test. 

While it would be desirable to achieve bipartisanship with long-term strategic planning, I am 

apprehensive that some fundamental shortfalls in the 2013/2014 Plan Melbourne are capable of 

remedy through the ‘Refresh’ approach as outlined in the Discussion Paper.  The absence of 

acknowledgement of Climate Change and its immense consequences (particularly the resulting 

imperative of a low carbon future) seriously undermined the credibility of the initial document, as it 

lacked a fundamental premise for planning the future.  The Refresh process seems to be treating 

climate change as a peripheral matter (through suggestions such as ESD codes or heat island 

amelioration – important but not transformational) without recognising the central urban 

transformation challenge.  The scale and importance of the task has been well articulated by the 

Garnaut Reports (2008, 2011) in Australia and Stern Report (2006) in the UK. 

Melbourne needs a metropolitan strategy that is ‘fit for purpose’ to address the impending 

challenges.  I urge a more comprehensive review or replacement of Plan Melbourne – founded on a 

full recognition of the impending challenges (and complementary opportunities) that are facing the 

city.  It is difficult to see how a fundamentally flawed initial document can be adapted to achieve this 

need through the current constrained refinement process. 

Implementation 

Such a strategy needs to acknowledge that effective planning and urban change management will 

require a wide suite of tools, not simply statutory or regulatory mechanisms.  The Discussion Paper 

refers almost entirely to statutory tools to pursue objectives.  The major flaw of Melbourne 2030 

implementation was acknowledged  as that “it 

only used one tool – statutory”.  A range of tools (and skilled professionals and innovative 

governance structures to deliver them) needs to be articulated and established –raising public 

awareness of options and consequences (engendering the essential community support for change), 

encouragement of the market, early engagement with stakeholders and brokering of urban change 

to reflect public policy objectives, ensuring there is integrated delivery that is sensitive to local-scale 

outcomes and coordination, and providing quality assurance so that neighbourhoods get the 

outcomes they have agreed to, rather than diluted compromises as is currently common. 

An integrated strategy, rather than a collation of divergent proposals 

There is currently a variety of agencies pursuing narrow agendas that are not integrated into delivery 

of cohesive cross-disciplinary, multi-sector outcomes.  Major urban change across Melbourne 

requires far more sophisticated governance and leadership mechanisms than the current disparate 
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and competing perspectives and coarse top-down influences.  ‘Planning’ as a process - particularly 

through a coherent metropolitan strategy - needs to be better utilised to provide the central focus 

for resolution and alignment of sectoral and thematic issues.  Transport infrastructure decisions, for 

example, need to respect the future aspirations and priorities of the city as a whole, rather than 

being a sector that has a tendency to pursue narrow ‘silo’ agendas.  If this was the case, the 

metropolitan strategy would be the resolution of interests to set the forward priorities, rather than 

inserting ‘decisions’ that evolved without debate or transparency. 

 

Consequently large sections of Plan Melbourne read as a collation of contributory elements, rather 

than a cohesive, integrated vision providing strategic responses to clearly articulated challenges and 

opportunities.  Part of this content was post-justification of political decisions, some of which have 

already been rejected. It also contains self-evident contradictions (such as the Outer Metropolitan 

Ring Road, which would undermine the objective of the Urban Growth Boundary, and is unlikely to 

be justifiable against opportunity costs) and attempts to reconcile inconsistent actions proposed by 

separate agencies (illustrated on the Upfield rail corridor where full Urban Regeneration potential is 

substantially compromised by a short-term VicTrack project at Jewell station).  A sound metropolitan 

strategy should provide a clear forward statement of principles and objectives without being 

compromised by defence of uncoordinated initiatives by specialist agencies or sectors. 

 

‘Planning’ for the future 

‘Planning’ - in the true sense of the word - provides a valuable tool in clarifying challenges and 

opportunities, articulating a widely agreed vision, then setting strategies and identifying techniques 

to pursue this vision of a ‘preferred’ future.  Neither the initial Plan Melbourne nor the Refresh 

papers reflect the full spectrum that Planning offers, focussing excessively on statutory tools and 

regulatory processes.  In embarking on transformative change, greater use of proactive planning and 

governance tools is appropriate, drawing on the full suite of Planning’s potential contribution. 

 

I remain a willing and available contributor in assisting the State to set forth a clear vision for 

Melbourne’s future and the identification of pathways and tools to pursue this. 

 

 

Rod Duncan  

 

18 December 2015 
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